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BRASSY SERPENTS ASSIGNED ROLE OF GUINEA WORMS 
WILLARD L. HENNING* 

Many facts are presented to establish the position that the brazen serpents which bit the children 
of Israel in the wilderness of the Arabian desert were literal venomous snakes, and not guinea 
worm attacks as stated in parasitology textbooks. The miracle of instantaneous healing from a look 
at a brass snake on a pole is readily understood in light of John 3.94, 15. 

And the people spake against God, and 
against Moses, Wherefore have ye brought 
us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness: 

*Willard L. Henning, Ph.D., is professor in Biology and 
chairman of the natural science division at Bryan Col- 
lege, Dayton, Tennessee. 

for there is not bread, neither is there any 
water; and our soul loatheth this light bread. 

And the Lord sent fiery serpents among the 
people, and they bit the people; and much 
people of Israel died. Therefore the people 
came to Moses, and said, We have sinned, 
Lord, and against thee; pray unto the Lord, 



that he take away the serpents from us. And 
Moses prayed for the people. 

And the Lord said unto Moses, Make thee 
a fiery serpent, and set it upon a pole: and it 
shall come to pass, that every one that is 
bitten, when he looketh upon it, shall live. 

And Moses made a serpent of brass, and 
put it upon a pole, and it came to pass, that 
if a serpent had bitten any man, when he 
beheld the serpent of brass, he lived. And 
the children of Israel set forward, and pitched 
in Oboth. ( Numbers 21:5-10) 

This account may be summarized by saying 
that the children of Israel complained to God 
and to Moses because of their wilderness journey, 
only manna to eat, and no continual supply of 
water. Their complaint against God and His pro- 
vision together with complete lack of faith 
brought swift and severe judgment at the hand 
of God in the form of many poisonous snakes 
suddenly appearing, biting anal killing a number 
of people. 

suggests that poisonous snakes already in the 
desert suddenly became very aggressive in at- 
tacking many people. 

The expression “fiery serpent” probably does ’ 
not refer entirely to the painful bites of snakes or 
guinea worm attacks, but might as readily refer 
to bronzy color of the snakes. In verse eight of 
Numbers 21, Moses was asked to make a “fiery 
serpent” and place it on a pole. Later it is re- 
ferred to as a brazen serpent, the brass also being 
the type of altar whereby sins were atoned for 
in the tabernacle in the wilderness. 

The time element greatly favors literal poison- 
ous snakes causing fatal or near fatal bites since 
it is recorded that “much of the people died.” 
Moses probably was able to melt some brass in 
a few hours and form the brass serpent and place 
it on a pole the same day. Thus those many who 
had not died had the opportunity to look at the 
brass serpent on the pole and be instantaneously 
healed. The spiritual significance of this is given 
in John 3: 14, 15. 

The Israelites soon realized their mrstake, con- 
fessed their sin and asked Moses to intercede 
for them. God told Moses to provide a brass ser- 
pent fastened to a tall pole whereby all who 
obediently looked upon the serpent would be 
immediately healed of the venomous bites of the 
snakes. 

The true meaning of this story is clear and is 
readily understood by Bible-believing Chris- 
tians. However, in two rather widely used para- 
sitology textbooks on the college level (Arthur 
W. Jones: Introduction to Parasitology’ and Asa 
C. Chandler: Introduction to Parasitology2), the 
“fiery serpents” are claimed to be guinea worms 
(Dracz~nculus me&nerd) which caused “burn- 
ing pain ,” and were removed by carefully wind- 
ing them each ( a few turns each day) on a stick 
as they were drawn from the festered sore. How- 
ever, after a careful scrutiny of facts regarding 
the guinea worm (the female of which is about 
three feet long and lives just under the human 
skin, causing a long continuous welt on the sur- 
face), along with facts relating to the actual 
situation, the textbook hypothesis seems quite 
erroneous. 

As to another point, the length of the life cycle 
of the guinea worm, from ingestion of larvae to 
the maturing of the worm under the skin would 
require over a year.” In addition, it would have 
taken from ten to fifteen days for Moses to ex- 
tract a single worm. Since each worm is only one 
or two millimeters in diameter and lacks an 
exoskeleton, it would have dried and shrunken 
some if somehow fastened to the upper part of 
a pole in the desert. 

And it is estimated that there was a total of 
about one and one-half million people in the 
entire camp, so they surely could more readily 
behold a brazen serpent than a soft worm the 
diameter of a string. 

In the first place it is probable that poisonous 
snakes were very common in the desert of Arabia. 
In Deuteronomy 8: 15 we read: “who led thee 
through that great and terrible wilderness, 
wherein were fiery serpents, and scorpions, and 
drought, where there was no water; who brought 

The brazen serpent which Moses made was 
retained by the children of Israel for over 700 
years (according to Ussher’s chronology), and 
was used as an object of worship and sacrifices. 
It was finally broken in pieces by King Hezekiah 
of Judah ( II Kings 18: 14). 

bn the basis of the Biblical account of the 
incident in Numbers 21:5-10, scientific facts, and 
obvious implications, it seems most logical to 
conclude that poisonous snakes rather than para- 
sitic guinea worms were the real “fiery serpents.” 
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